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PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIAL SERVICE 365

Roman Catholic and Protestant, might not formulate a set of non-
partisan civic ideals for the improvement of our miserable municipal
government. They might also invite the contending candidates to
joint discussion of their respective reasons for seeking office. Operat-
ing as separate churches this could hardly be done, but as a collective
effort for good government it would have a salutary effect. The
reputable politician with the city's welfare at heart and a real cause
to present would welcome the opportunity to speak to so large a
constituency and all contestants would in the presence of one another
and in such a hearing tend to drop the petty and scurrilous methods
which now characterize municipal campaigns.

The Psychological Approach to Social Service
REV. WILLIAM NORMAN HUTCHINS*

The prime purpose of this discussion is practical—the discovery
and presentation of a definition of the concept, "social service," that
will rest upon a broad and abiding basis. With the social awakening,
which is so characteristic a feature of the present age, there has devel-
oped a social idealism, inspiring men with the vision of a new demo-
cracy, and a social conscience, impressing them with the claims of
social obligation. As an immediate issue of this new social interest,
the term "social service" has sprung into favor and popular use. As
so often happens in popular usage, however, many of those who employ
the term neglect to analyze it and so fail to give it a definite content
of meaning. Without any attempt to estimate their effect upon the
social process, social activities of every type and form and spirit are
designated social service. But how can any social activity be regarded
as performing social service if it possesses no socializing qualities and
makes no vital and enriching contribution to the social process ? Ceasing
to use the term as a vague rhetorical expression we must give it a pre-
cise significance, and for the attainment of this desirable end, the
term must be used and defined in relation to the social process. It is
therefore to social psychology, with its thoroughgoing recognition of
the social character of mind that we must turn for a definition of the
concept, "social service."

The field of social psychology is "human conduct," conduct repre-
senting the reaction of a human being. Modern psychology starts
with both the individual and his environment. It is regarded as neces-
sary to determine what the environment is, in order to use that know-
ledge for interpreting the conduct of the individual. The physical
environment is revealed to us through the senses; the immediate

*Mr. Hutchins is Pastor of the Baptist Church at Middleton, Nova Scotia.
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366 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

through contact, in part, and the distant through vision, hearing, smell,
and the sensation of temperature. In all of an individual's movements
reference to distant objects is implied. To aid his movements he
makes use of the environment with which he is in contact. All move-
ments of approach or withdrawal are made in anticipation of new
contacts. The distant object always represents a peculiar sort of
contact, that of manipulation, and as a general abstract statement all
physical conduct may be said to have as its goal manipulation.

It is the social, not the physical environment, however, which is
of most significance. The objects of prime importance to the human
animal are other animals of the same species. Some of these have a
special attraction for him which is as marked as is the aversion with
which lower animals view those forms which prey upon them. We
are familiar with the conduct of the child with reference to the parent
form. We know how it expresses itself in the cuddling response to
the warmth of the parent's body. The attitude taken by one form is
responded to immediately, instinctively, by the other form, and this
is true whether the attitude be of a protective or of a warning nature.

Here, then, we have a different set of stimuli and a different set of
responses from those found in the field of "physical conduct," conduct
with reference to "physical environment." The fact that they are
animals of the same species gives peculiar value to these stimuli and
responses. They are attitude. It is important to get this distinction
between "physical conduct" and "social conduct" clearly in mind.
Physical stimuli are relatively stable, and so far as physical objects
are concerned we usually act without awareness of the act, and reaction
once set up can become habitual and sink below the threshold of con-
sciousness just because the physical object is relatively stable. But the
social object is continually changing and therefore stimulation and
responses are continually changing social acts. It is in the field of
"social conduct" that gesture plays its part. Gesture reveals what the
other is going to do. When two animals or two persons approach each
other each controls his own conduct of offense or defense by the attitude
of the other. A picturesque illustration of this "conversation of ges-
tures," the parrying that goes on, is given by two men boxing or
fencing. The same thing takes place in vocal conversation. By the
expression of the fact, we know what the other person is going to say
and our own response is immediate and instinctive. These gestures,
whether facial or vocal, are the beginnings of social acts.

Social conduct, as we have described it, does not of necessity involve
consciousness of self. It is quite possible for the attention to be cen-
tered upon the incipient acts of the other, without our being aware of
their significance. Consciousness of meaning comes only from aware-
ness of our response. But such gestures as are involved in bodily
attitudes or expressions of the countenance we are not ordinarily
aware of in ourselves. We are, however, aware of pantomimic and
vocal gesture. When we shake our heads or double up our fists we
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PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIAL SERVICE 367

see ourselves do it; when we shout we hear ourselves. Thus we become
aware of what we are doing, and of ourselves. But this consciousness
of self is first of all a consciousness of others as over against ourselves.
In using social gestures in the highly developed form of language,
and in being aware of them we in a sense respond to them. We are
aware of what we say and of what it means, and thus we are in the
position of the other listening to ourselves. We are taking the role of
the other. We are aware of the effect of our act upon him, and we
see ourselves from his point of view. In this standing off and looking
at ourselves the subjectivity has been transferred to the other.

This possibility of taking the part of another has its basis pri-
marily in the presence of similar, if not identical, impulses in both the
ego and the alteri. There is no innate tendency to do what another
person is doing, but there is a tendency for the individual to respond
to his own stimuli as others do. Two men, for instance, have impulses
to produce certain sounds. These sounds contain certain phonetic
elements that are identical. In the conversation of vocal gestures those
elements in A's respond to B's stimulation, which are like the phonetic
elements in the latter are given prominence, emphasized and gradually
selected to, at least, the partial exclusion of non-identical elements.
A similar process goes on with the pantomimic gesture and even with
the bodily attitudes and expressions of countenance. In these pro-
cesses an imagery is built up which enables us to assume the roles which
others have taken in the past. The process however, does not cease
with recalling the past. On the basis of present stimuli we endeavor
to imagine how the other person would act or what he would say
under the given conditions. We indulge in an inner conversation,
taking now the part associated with the self, and now the part of the
other, assuming his attitude and speaking for him. It is by some such
process as this that we get acquainted with ourselves, that is, we become
self-conscious. Only in taking the role of another do we set ourselves
up as an object and only by this process do we enter into the life of our
community.

The significance for our problem, of this discussion, lies in its
affirmation that our own consciousness has arisen out • of a social
process. The self as it exists for us is a social conception, and involves
relations to other individuals. Our family, our friends, our neighbors,
enter into and form a part of ourselves. What goes on in our own
inner consciousness is the same process that goes on when we are in
conversation with other persons. But if "our minds are fashioned in
a social medium and our intellectual operations are conversations from
first to last," then the term "social service" must stand for all those
forces which develop an interplay of life and issue in establishing full
human relations with other groups. The hall-mark of social service
in other words, is the production of a consciousness of social unity and
a genuine reciprocity of life. The supreme social task for all of us is
the furtherance of our own socialization, and the socialization of all
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368 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

with whom we are associated, the promotion of that democratic process
by which we enter more and more completely into reciprocal human
relationships with an ever enlarging group. Whatever assists this
socializing process is social service.

Some years ago a large manufacturing company, at the instigation
of its president, built a- model town for the use of its employees.
Sanitary houses were erected, beautiful parks, with fountains and
flowers, were laid out, and opportunities were provided for recreation
and improvement. Some time after the inauguration of this amelior-
ative scheme, it was deemed necessary, during a financial depression,
to reduce the wages of these employees by shortening the hours of
work, and when, as a consequence, a strike was declared, the president
of the company was astonished and perplexed, and considered the
employees as utterly unappreciative. Later still, when the promoter
of the model town died, and a court decision required the company to
divest itself of the management of the town, as involving a function
beyond its corporate powers, scarcely a protest was made by the em-
ployees when the parks, flowers and fountains were dismantled. What
was the trouble? "The president of the company under discussion,"
as Jane Addams has said,* "went further than the usual employer does.
He socialized not only the factory, but the form in which his workmen
were living. He built, and in a great measure regulated, an entire
town, without calling upon the workmen, either for self-expression
or self-government." What was the trouble? Into his attempt at
social service he carried no social imagination, no associative insight,
and while he sincerely desired to contribute to the life values of his
employees, he was content to "test the righteousness of the process by
his own feelings and not by those of the men." So after his model
town was built and equipped with its many advantages, the relations
between the company and its employees instead of being transfused
with a human spirit, were purely abstract, and no community of
thought and feeling and effort was produced. Notwithstanding the
munificence of his social contribution, the social activities of this em-
ployer were not social service, for they exerted no effective socializing
power.

In its contribution to the socializing process we have the test of
every social activity, and no matter by what designation it may be
known, philanthropy, neighborliness, education, religion, social serv-
ice will always be recognized through the fulness and wealth of
experience which it mediates, the intimate, sympathetic associations
which it begets, the clearer vision which it affords of the common needs
and hopes and purposes and tasks which belong to our common human
life. Everything that makes the democratic Christian principle an
actual growing experience and achievement in the lives of the partic-
ipants is social service.

'Democracy and Social Ethics, p. 143.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Y
or

k 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
17

 0
2 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 


